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Understanding diversity: a Dutch case 
study on teachers’ attitudes towards their 
diverse student population
Daniel van Middelkoop* , Hafid Ballafkih and Martha Meerman

Abstract 

Background: In the Netherlands, there has been a strong increase in diversity among 
students in recent decades. Even though access for previously underrepresented groups 
based on economic status, ethnicity or culture has been realised to a certain extent, 
differences in student performance between groups persist. Research shows that 
teacher performance influences student achievement and that this influence is more 
pronounced for ’non-western students’. This creates a need for reflection on the way 
teachers cope with their increasingly diverse student population. This paper explores 
the attitudes of Dutch teachers in higher vocational education towards their diverse 
student population and the translation of these attitudes into teaching practice.

Methods: Twenty-five teacher teams at two universities of applied sciences par-
ticipated in this research. The teams came from a broad range of programmes that 
educate students for different future professions. A mixed method methodology was 
used to gather data, in which the qualitative method was most substantial. Focus 
group interviews on diversity and student achievement were held with each teacher 
team. Additionally, a questionnaire was distributed to all 274 participants, which was 
completed by 215 teachers. Data from the questionnaire were analysed using SPSS. In 
order to analyse the qualitative data we used AtlasTI. Because we applied a grounded 
approach, allowing teachers to form their own ideas on both diversity and student 
achievement, we used a similar approach in the first analytical phase. In a second 
phase, we compared the concepts arising from the grounded theory approach with 
concepts from the literature.

Results and conclusions: Around 40% of the teachers repudiated the influence of 
diversity on student achievement and did not take student diversity into account in 
their teaching practice. Problems regarding the student achievement of students or 
groups thereof are considered as something that the students, the educational institu-
tion or society at large should cope with, not teachers themselves. Of the teachers, 60% 
recognised diversity among students, but mainly based on students’ shortcomings 
and perceived problems. A minority of this 60% not only recognised but also under-
stood diversity’s effect on student achievement. Teachers do not always translate this 
understanding into their teaching practice. They feel they lack the skills, knowledge or 
time to do so. Teachers seemingly translate their understanding of diversity into their 
didactic and pedagogical approaches only when these conditions are met.
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Background
The number of students enrolled in higher vocational education in the Netherlands 
has grown significantly in recent decades, from approximately 200,000 in 1978 to over 
400,000 in 2010 (CBS 2013), mirroring a European and arguably a global trend towards 
‘massification’ in higher education (Altbach et al. 2009). In their UNESCO report, Alt-
bach et al. (2009, p. 7) state that ‘without question, the coming period will be dominated 
by the implications of mass access. Massification of higher education leads to pressures 
on both the affordability and quality of education’.

Another implication of massification is the diversification of the student population. In 
the Netherlands, there has been a strong increase in diversity among students in recent 
decades. In the 1970s, there was a strong increase in the number of female students and 
students from the lower socioeconomic classes (Beerkens-Soo and Vossensteyn 2009). 
Since the 1980s, the number of students of a non-western ethnicity1 has increased (Mid-
delkoop and Meerman 2014; Jong 2014; Wolff 2013). There has been an increase not 
only in ethnic and cultural diversity, but also in terms of socioeconomic status and edu-
cational background (CBS 2013; Wolff 2013).

Even though access for previously underrepresented groups based on economic status, 
ethnicity or culture has been realised to a certain extent, differences in student perfor-
mance between groups persist. Mirroring trends in other western countries (Carey 2008; 
Shavit, Arum and Gamoran 2007; Meeuwisse 2012), the performance gap between dif-
ferent ethnic/cultural groups seems to be widening rather than narrowing (Wolff 2013; 
Zijlstra et  al. 2013). Recent government-funded programmes to improve the achieve-
ment of previously underrepresented student groups have proven to be ineffective, 
because the role of the teacher has been largely overlooked (Middelkoop and Meerman 
2014; Zijlstra et al. 2013).

Research shows that teacher performance influences student achievement.2 Two 
meta-studies (Hattie 2009; Marzano 2003) have shown that the influence of the teacher 
is significant, even though the exact amount of influence is part of an ongoing scientific 
and educational debate (Snook et  al. 2009, 93). Research in the Netherlands indicates 
that the influence of the teacher is even more pronounced for non-western students 
(Severiens 2011; Jong 2014). This creates a need for reflection on the way teachers cope 
with their increasingly diverse student population. In this paper, the way teachers think 
of and deal with increased diversity among students is discussed.

The following research questions are central to this paper:

(1) What are the prevalent attitudes among teachers towards diversity in the student 
population?

(2) To what extent are teachers’ attitudes towards diversity in the student population 
translated into their teaching practices?

1 In the Netherlands, the terms autochthonous and allochthonous residents are commonly used. Allochthonous (in 
Dutch: allochtoon) refers to migrants: they or at least one of their parents were born in another country. It is most com-
monly used to refer specifically to non-western migrants. Autochthonous refers to the ‘ethnic Dutch’ population.
2 Of course this is dependent on one’s definition of student achievement or study success. Definitions of study success 
given by teachers in our research will be presented in a different paper.
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Theoretical framework
We first consider a number of definitions of diversity before discussing its influence on 
student achievement. We then zoom in on the influence of the teacher when it comes 
to student achievement and the importance of teachers taking diversity into account in 
their teaching practice.

Diversity and student achievement

Although in its most literal form diversity simply means ‘variety’, there are different 
forms of variety (Roberson 2006, 212–236). A distinction can be made between diver-
sity in observable or readily detectable attributes—such as race or ethnic background, 
age or gender—and diversity with respect to non-observable or underlying attributes, 
such as education, technical abilities, functional background, tenure in the organisation, 
socioeconomic background, personality characteristics, intelligence or values (Cum-
mings et al. 1993; Jackson et al. 1995, 204–261; Tsui, Egan and O’Reilly 1992, 549–579; 
Milliken and Martins 1996, 402–433). Observable and non-observable attributes can 
overlap: the majority of an ethnic group can have a certain socioeconomic background 
or a certain set of perceived values. Furthermore, the difference between observable and 
non-observable attributes is not always very clear-cut.

In the Dutch context, differences between groups based on both observable and non-
observable attributes can be noted. Most often diversity is related to observable ethnic 
differences, focusing on differences between ethnic Dutch and non-western groups 
(Wolff 2013; Zijlstra et al. 2013; Jong 2014). The debate on ethnic differences in the Neth-
erlands tends to focus on deviations from the norm, creating a tendency to distinguish 
between the ethnic Dutch population and the mainly non-western minorities (Gorashi 
2006), thus ignoring differences between ethnic minority groups as well as individual 
differences within these groups. There is also a tendency in the debate to attribute a soci-
oeconomic disadvantage to all minority groups. Both these tendencies lead to categori-
cal thinking when it comes to diversity in the Netherlands (Gorashi 2006).

More recently, gender diversity has received renewed attention in the educational 
debate: female participation and success rates in education seem to have surpassed those 
of males, and male students are perceived to lag behind where educational achievement 
is concerned.

Invisible or less visible attributes are also important in the Dutch context, even though 
they often overlap with visible characteristics. Socioeconomic background is considered 
to influence students’ chances of success in higher education. Differences in performance 
can also be perceived between students whose parents have studied and students who 
can be considered ‘first-generation students’. Educational background (prior to higher 
education) can also impact student achievement: especially students coming from insti-
tutions of intermediate vocational education have higher dropout rates. And the groups 
overlap: many of these students are also from non-western ethnic backgrounds (Zijlstra 
et al. 2013; CBS 2013).

Diversity and education

Thus, student achievement differs between groups of students: diversity matters. But 
should the educational system take these differences into account? When applying a 
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meritocratic line of thought, this question is most commonly answered negatively. The 
meritocratic approach is based on the idea that talent, motivation and effort determine 
the measure of success students can attain (Verhaeghe 2011, 4–22; Pels 2007). All stu-
dents are offered the same opportunities, and it is up to them to take advantage of these 
opportunities. However, a meritocracy only functions as such when all students have the 
same capital. This is often ignored in both the theoretical debate and the educational 
practice (Verhaeghe 2011, 4–22; Nussbaum 2011). Students have different interests, 
learning needs and talents, due to their specific backgrounds, experiences and social 
contexts (Waslander 2006). The starting positions of students differ, with some students 
better adapted to the mainstream teaching practice in higher education than others 
(Bourdieu and Passeron 1990; Bowles and Gintis 2002, 3–30; Bowles et al. 2009). A uni-
form meritocratic approach does not take these differences into account and as a result 
these differences are often sustained or enlarged (Broek 2009; Bourdieu and Passeron 
1990; Meerman et al. 2009). Not acknowledging differences means that those students 
who do not belong to the ‘normal’ group will have to adapt or face the consequences. 
Students’ talents that do not easily fit in the dominant discourse are not recognised or 
rewarded. These students are therefore at risk of underperforming or dropping out. 
Diversity is thus not a neutral term, used only to describe either observable or non-
observable differences between groups. It holds within its definition issues of power and 
social inequality (Andersen and Collins 1995; Snowden 2004, 291–303; Zepke and Leach 
2007, 655–668).

An approach that takes these issues of power and social inequality into account is the 
capabilities approach. In her book Creating Capabilities, Martha Nussbaum states that 
the capability approach ‘takes each person as an end, asking about the opportunities 
available to each person. It is focused on the choice of freedom’ (Nussbaum 2011, 18). 
Nussbaum describes capabilities as the ability to use opportunities and choose which 
ones to use. She describes ten key capabilities (ibid., 33–34) and states that ‘an ample 
threshold of ten central capabilities is required’ (ibid., 32).

Following this line of reasoning, the educational system should take into account dif-
ferences between students or groups thereof into account. All students entering higher 
education should be enabled to lift themselves above the threshold of development for 
their capabilities. Central to this approach is the notion of fair inegalitarianism, as a form 
of equality that includes the notion of fairness in the sense that it implies special provi-
sions for the least advantaged members of society (Vouyoukas 2002). When considering 
the wide range of existing capabilities in a student population, it is up to the school and 
the teachers to recognise and act upon these differences in order to enable students to 
develop their capabilities.

Teachers and student achievement

Following the line of reasoning from Martha Nussbaum’s capabilities approach, diversity 
should be taken into account in the educational system. But how? To find an answer 
to that question, we look at what determines student achievement, using the work of 
Robert Marzano (2003). In a meta-analysis on the results of 35  years of research he 
gives an overview of what determines student achievement in the American educational 
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system. He distinguishes between three levels of factors that together determine student 
achievement:

1. School-level factors: factors that are ‘under the jurisdiction of the school as a whole’. 
Changes in these factors are usually a result of formal or informal policy decisions 
(Marzano 2003, 15).

2. Student-level factors: accounts for the lion’s share of variance in student achieve-
ment. But effects can be overcome by actions at the level of the school or the teacher 
(ibid., 125).

3. Teacher-level factors: the most influential category, comprised of factors determined 
by the impact that a teacher can have on student achievement (ibid., 71). Marzano 
identifies instructional strategies, classroom management and classroom curriculum 
design as teacher-level factors.

In an even more extensive meta-study, John Hattie (2009) also concludes that teachers 
strongly influence student achievement.3 Both Hattie and Marzano describe in-school 
factors. Student achievement is also strongly influenced by factors outside the influence 
sphere of the school. Marzano states, however, that outside influences ‘can be mediated 
by school-based interventions’ (Marzano 2003, 123). The potential influence of the 
school is therefore substantial, presumably especially so for those students who lack a 
certain threshold of capabilities when starting in higher education.

Teachers’ attitudes towards diversity

Research shows that teaching practices reflect teachers’ attitudes, which in turn reflect 
teachers’ own experiences and backgrounds (Cabello and Burstein 1995, 285–294). 
Teachers have a big influence on student achievement. This implies that student achieve-
ment is influenced when teachers do or do not take diversity into account in their teach-
ing practice.

We consider attitudes as ‘manifestations of unconsciously held views of expressions of 
verbal commitments to abstract ideas that may be thought of as part of a general ideol-
ogy of teaching’ (Thompson 1984, 105–127). An attitude in education can be seen as a 
source of ideology, knowledge and values that guide teachers in their teaching practice. 
Research suggests that teachers’ attitudes affect both their judgments of students and 
their behaviour in the classroom (Ashton and Webb 1986; Pajares 1992, 307–32; Yang 
and Montgomery 2013, 27–37; Gay 2013, 48–70).

In order to further specify teachers’ attitudes towards diversity, we build upon the the-
oretical notions of Helms (1990), Cox (2001) and Meerman et al. (2009). Based on these 
notions, three types of attitudes towards diversity can be identified:

1. Repudiation of the influence of diversity on student achievement.
2. Recognition of the influence of diversity on student achievement.

3 The importance of the role of the teacher can be seen not only when looking at success, but also when looking at stu-
dents not achieving success. Zepke and Leach 2007, 655–668) state that teachers and teaching are key factors in student 
retention.
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3. Understanding the effects of diversity and their attitude towards diversity on student 
achievement.4

Earlier research suggests the first attitude is most prevalent among teachers in the 
Netherlands (Meerman et al. 2009). This ‘cultural blindness’ (Cabello and Burstein 1995, 
285–294) might be due to the emphasis on equal worth and equal treatment in Dutch 
education, which seems to stem from a predominantly meritocratic view on education.5 
This focus on equal treatment originates from a liberal view of egalitarianism, which is 
closely linked to the notion of meritocracy in the sense that opportunities are given to all 
in order that they may ‘advance’ in society (Vouyoukas 2002).

Research also shows that a large percentage of teachers adhere to the second attitude 
(Meerman et  al. 2009). These teachers acknowledge the influence of diversity on stu-
dent achievement, but have limited knowledge of its effect. They can be said to ‘accept 
the general idea of culturally responsive teaching but may not know what it means for 
practical application’ (Gay 2013, 48–70). Research suggests that teachers who adhere to 
the second attitude might be prone to stereotyping by neglecting the significance of indi-
vidual differences within cultural or ethnic groups (Meerman et al. 2013; Nieto 1992).

Teachers with the third attitude towards diversity are a minority in most teacher teams 
(Meerman et al. 2009, 2013). These teachers can be said to have an understanding of stu-
dents’ backgrounds and characteristics (Gay 2002, 106–116),6 without stereotyping stu-
dents according to their backgrounds or characteristics. They acknowledge the many 
different capabilities of students and the need to take those capabilities into account in 
their teaching.

Acting on diversity

With attitudes of the first type, it is very unlikely teachers act upon the diversity in the 
student population, as this attitude ignores questions of social inequality and power 
between students. This in turn leads to a uniform approach to all students. However, 
teachers’ attitudes of the second and third types do not automatically lead to teach-
ers acting upon their recognition or understanding of diversity (Meerman et al. 2009). 
When they do translate their attitude into their teaching practice, however, we can clas-
sify those actions using the teacher-level factors formulated by Marzano.

Instructional strategies

Using instructional strategies, a teacher enables students to gain knowledge and skills. 
(Marzano 2003). Student diversity influences the effective use of instructional strategies 

4 In earlier research we found the typology to be useful as a theoretical construct that provided a framework to make 
sense of teachers’ attitudes towards diversity (Meerman et al. 2009). The typology has been widely used to structure atti-
tudes towards diversity (e.g. Thompson and Carter 1997; Roberson 2013). We chose not to question the typology as such 
in this paper. We focused on enriching the knowledge about these three types of attitudes, underlying rationales for the 
attitudes as expressed by teachers as well as consequences for teaching practice.
5 For an extensive discussion on equity egalitarianism and fair inegalitarianism, see Vouyoukas (2002) and Muhammad 
(2015). For an insight into similar prevalent attitudes in other countries, see e.g. Gay (2010, 143–152), Yang and Mont-
gomery (2013, 27–37), Zepke and Leach (2007), 655–668).
6 Geneva Gay, among others, mainly refers to cultural and ethnic diversity in her work; attention to other types of diver-
sity, such as gender or social class, can however be assumed to require a similar understanding of the background and 
characteristics of students.
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of teachers in a number of ways. One of the strategies, for instance, is the way that coop-
erative learning is organised. Cooperation can be less effective in mixed groups, but 
working in mixed groups can also enrich the learning experience, as students learn to 
identify and communicate with ‘Others’. Diversity influences more categories of instruc-
tional strategies, such as non-linguistic representation, setting objectives and providing 
feedback, or reinforcing effort and providing recognition (Middelkoop and Meerman 
2014).

Classroom management

Differences between students lead to students having different needs, which influences 
the demands made on teachers’ effective classroom management. Taking diversity into 
account therefore matters also when it comes to classroom management.7 Differences 
between students create the need for different forms of interaction between teacher and 
student, as well as for the ability to act upon differences in intrinsic and extrinsic motiva-
tion, use of language, forms of interaction, learning styles, etc. (Middelkoop and Meer-
man 2014).

Classroom curriculum design

An increasingly diverse student population creates the need for critical reflection on the 
curriculum. Different starting positions and learning styles can create the need for 
changes to the structure in which content is presented to students.8 But a critical reflec-
tion on the curriculum can also stem from changes in the profession for which students 
are being prepared. When dealing with diversity is a key aspect of the future profession 
of the student, this impacts the curriculum, for instance through the cases that are being 
used or through specific courses such as intercultural communication. Societal changes 
can also be a catalyst for changes to the curriculum. Through the curriculum, teachers 
can address issues like societal inequality or discrimination (Middelkoop and Meerman 
2014).

Methods
The data used in this study are derived from a wider study on diversity and student 
achievement (Middelkoop and Meerman 2014, 2015). From December 2010 to October 
2012, 274 teachers in 25 teacher teams at two universities of applied sciences in major 
cities in the Netherlands were followed. These cities can be characterised as ‘majority-
minority cities’ (Crul et al. 2013), in which the ethnic Dutch population is a minority. 
This is mirrored in the student populations, with around 50 percent of students at these 
universities being of non-Dutch ethnic origin (CBS 2016).

The teams chose to participate in this research; the teachers and/or the team manager 
wanted to discuss diversity in relation to student achievement. The teams came from a 
broad range of programmes that educate students for different future professions. Some 

7 Marzano states that ‘different classrooms will have different rules and procedures depending on the needs and disposi-
tions of the teacher and the students’ (2003, p. 89).
8 This does not mean that the expected level of achievement is lowered—the curriculum is structured differently; the 
expectations of students are not lowered.
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teams actively asked to be part of this research, whereas others were invited to partici-
pate by their institution’s management. The teams comprised on average 11 teachers. As 
we chose to interview existing teams, we had no influence on their composition regard-
ing age, sex, professional status, etc. A mixed method methodology was used to gather 
data, in which the qualitative method was most substantial.

The methodology builds upon the earlier research and methodological experiences of 
the research group HRM and Diversity (Meerman et al. 2009). One of the conclusions of 
this research was the lack of urgency to take into account diversity in the student popu-
lation and in teacher teams. By connecting diversity to the primary process, in this case 
student achievement, we sought to overcome this experienced lack of urgency.

A focus group interview on diversity and student achievement was held with each 
teacher team; the interviews lasted for an average of 2 h. We conducted a second focus 
group interview with the teams after 6–12 months. Due to time and organisational con-
straints experienced by the teams, only 18 of the 25 teams could be interviewed a second 
time. The transcripts of the group interviews are the main sources of data on which the 
results of this paper are based. A questionnaire was also distributed to all 274 partici-
pants prior to the first group interview. The questionnaire was completed by 215 teach-
ers. The main aim of the questionnaire was to gain input from the participants which 
was used during the focus groups interviews. Additionally, the questionnaire provided 
us with data that yielded useful insights in the attitudes towards diversity of the partici-
pants. The results of the questionnaire can not be generalised to the target population 
because the teachers opted-in for the research. This makes the sample a ‘non-probability 
sample which questions the generalisability of the quantitative findings’ (see e.g., Beu-
lens et al. 2015, 7).

Each group interview was unique, taking as a starting point the situation of each 
teacher team. Using that situation, we discussed dilemmas, problems and observed 
practices regarding diversity and student achievement. As researchers we thus did not 
observe from outside the teacher teams, but tried to find solutions and contributions 
together with them. The researchers functioned both as enablers of this process and as 
experts in diversity and student achievement.

Data analysis

Data from the questionnaire were analysed using SPSS. In order to analyse the qualita-
tive data we used AtlasTI. Because we applied a grounded approach, allowing teachers 
to form their own ideas on both diversity and student achievement, we used a similar 
approach in the first analytical phase. In a second phase, we compared the concepts aris-
ing from the grounded theory approach with concepts from the literature.

Quotations used in this paper were chosen because we consider them to be exemplary 
of the general picture that arose from the data. As we wanted the participating teachers 
to talk freely, we processed the information we gathered from teacher teams or indi-
vidual teachers anonymously.

Findings: teachers’ attitudes towards and teaching practices for diversity
In the first part of this section, we discuss the attitudes of the teachers in the 25 teams. In 
the second part, we focus on the teaching practices teachers use for diversity.
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Teachers’ attitudes towards diversity

When asked in the questionnaire whether they distinguished between normal and at-
risk students, 59% of the teachers said that they do make this distinction. Although this 
is the majority of the teachers participating in our research, it also means that a sizeable 
minority (41%) do not make distinctions between normal and at-risk students. Female 
teachers make a distinction more often than male teachers (63 and 58%, respectively). 
We did not find meaningful differences based on age, years of teaching experience or 
type of contract.

Those teachers who did distinguish between normal and at-risk students were asked 
how they recognised the latter. Up to three identifying characteristics could be selected 
by the teachers. The teachers’ responses were categorised in one of eight overarching 
characteristics, which accounted for approximately 80% of the answers. The other 20% 
were so diverse they could not be categorised in an overarching characteristic. The eight 
characteristics were:

1. Motivation to study
2. Personal problems
3. Poor linguistic skills
4. Ability to study
5. Study credits
6. Intelligence
7. Cultural & ethnic differences
8. Starting level (the level of skills students possess when starting their study).

The characteristics are ordered by the number of times they were mentioned by teach-
ers. Over one-third of the teachers mentioned motivation; this was 2.5 times more often 
than the second most mentioned characteristic, namely personal problems. Motivation, 
personal problems, language problems and study skills made up just over two-thirds of 
the answers. Cultural & ethnic differences and starting level accounted for less than 5% 
of the answers. Based on these characteristics, one might conclude that teachers who do 
distinguish between normal and at-risk students, do not do so on observable character-
istics like ethnicity.9 Students are identified on the basis of non-observable or hardly 
observable characteristics, such as motivation or personal situation.

However, when we look at the dilemmas and problems the teachers mentioned in 
the questionnaire, a different picture emerges. Again, many dilemmas and problems 
observed by the teachers are related to non-observable characteristics, such as motiva-
tional problems, language problems, a lack of study skills and the cognitive capabilities 
of students. However, some of these general problems are considered to be more pre-
sent in certain student groups distinguished on the basis of observable characteristics. 
Approximately 16% of the dilemmas around student achievement experienced by teach-
ers can be classified as related to specific groups of students.

9 As already mentioned in the methodology section, the student population at the universities of applied sciences in 
which these teachers work is highly diverse, with around 50% of students being of non-Dutch ethnic origin. The insti-
tutes do not register ethnic diversity on the level of studies, so no specific information regarding student diversity can be 
given per teacher team.
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One problem is the educational background of certain groups of students. Many 
teachers feel that students are ill prepared for higher vocational education. This problem 
is mainly related to students who do not go directly from secondary education to higher 
vocational education, but who first follow a programme in intermediate vocational edu-
cation. These students are thought to be ill prepared for studying independently (self-
study, without guidance from the teacher) and have trouble with theoretical courses, 
even though they can sometimes benefit from their more practical approach in some 
courses. Language problems are also more often ascribed to this group. Another prob-
lem concerning student achievement mentioned by many teacher teams concerns the 
problematic personal situation of some students. The teachers almost always related this 
to non-western students, who are often first-generation students; that is, their parents 
have no experience of studying and teachers feel that these parents are less enabled to 
support their children. But teachers also mentioned problems with students who, due to 
family circumstances and responsibilities, cannot give priority to their study.

Having used the quantitative data to provide a general picture, we now use the qualita-
tive data to paint a richer picture of the different attitudes of teachers towards diversity. 
We do so using the three types of attitudes towards diversity introduced in the theoreti-
cal framework.

Repudiation of the importance of diversity

The quantitative data show that a large percentage (over 40%) of the teachers did not 
make a distinction between ‘normal’ and ‘at risk’ students. Does this mean these teachers 
repudiate the influence of diversity on student achievement? The findings from the qual-
itative analysis do seem to point to that conclusion. In the group interviews, all teach-
ers recognised the presence of diversity among students, but many teachers found this 
diversity should not be taken into account in day to day teaching. According to these 
teachers, the diversity among students did not—or should not—have an influence on stu-
dent achievement and the way teachers acted. This attitude of repudiating diversity was 
found among teachers in all teams that participated in the research. This is remarkable, 
as only teams that were interested in discussing diversity participated in the research; it 
seems plausible that in other teams, even more teachers will have this attitude.

When diversity and its influence on student achievement was discussed during the 
team interviews, teachers often related the recognition of diversity to loss of quality 
(related to educational standards), stigmatisation and discrimination, and the loss of 
western values. There was noticeable hesitance to discuss diversity related issues, and 
the discussions we had in the teacher teams were often emotionally charged and some-
times led to tension between the participants. An example comes from one of the team 
interviews, when in the last 10 min of a 2 h interview a teacher made the following state-
ment, only to be immediately corrected by a colleague:

Teacher 1: It is terrible, but when looking at the list of new students, I can see who 
will make it and who will not. Just look if the last name is of non-western origin (…) 
9 out of 10 of those will either not show up or drop out.

Teacher 2: I think this is something we cannot change (…). We try to make them feel 
welcome, I do not feel we are prejudiced.
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This hesitance occurred almost exclusively when debating ethnic or cultural diver-
sity. Differences based on gender or the earlier educational trajectories of students were 
easier to discuss, and teachers seemed more willing to change their teaching practice 
according to, for instance, the needs of male or female students.

Teachers often repudiate the importance of diversity because they adhere to the ideal 
of equality. The content of the curriculum or the style of teaching is non-debatable, 
according to the teachers. They argue that it is up to students to master the content, by 
using their intelligence and making an effort. The different sets and levels of capabilities 
of students starting out in higher education are not recognised by these teachers. They 
value the equal worth of students and translate this into the need for equal treatment, or 
as one of the teachers put it:

I feel we are discriminating a bit, when we focus too much on the differences between 
non-western and Dutch students. I don’t care whether they are non-western or 
Dutch (…) I’m not going to treat them differently. You either pay attention [in the 
classroom] or you do not. We have our norms and values here, you are here, you will 
have to adapt. End of story.

Other teachers did not recognise the influence of diversity on student achievement as 
a result of their vision on the role of the teacher. These teachers acknowledged that there 
are differences between students, but said that they feel it is not up to them to act upon 
those differences. These teachers seemed to have a quite specific and somewhat tradi-
tional ideas about what teaching entails and what the future profession of the students 
entails—there is one way to function in that profession, and there is also only one way to 
teach this correctly. If students cannot master that way of functioning, they do not 
belong in higher education, according to those teachers. Within this group we can again 
recognise a meritocratic way of thinking, where the threshold is set at a certain level—
based on the needs of the labour market—and those students who possess the ‘right’ 
qualities will make it.10

We conclude that a considerable number of teachers repudiate the influence of diver-
sity on student achievement, because they adhere to a liberal egalitarian/meritocratic 
educational ideal. If there is a problem regarding the student achievement of certain 
groups of students, they consider it to be the problem of the students, the educational 
institution or society at large, not the teachers themselves. According to these teachers, 
students who lag behind or drop out do so because they do not have the capabilities to 
finish a study in higher education. Many of these teachers advocate stronger selection ‘at 
the gate’, that is, they favour admitting only students who meet the ‘necessary’ criteria, 
namely the capabilities that are rewarded in the dominant culture in the educational sys-
tem and labour market.

Recognising the influence of diversity

The 60% of teachers who made a distinction between ‘normal’ and ‘at risk’ students, 
mainly related problems and dilemmas leading to lower student achievement to 
three groups: boys, non-western students and students coming from institutions of 

10 Although these teachers seemed to view this threshold as quite ‘absolute’, it often remained unclear what the thresh-
old consisted of and what criteria determined it.
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intermediate vocational education. The same picture arises from the group interviews. 
All groups are perceived by teachers to have their specific set of problems. The lower 
student achievement of boys, for instance, is perceived to be caused by a lack of intrinsic 
motivation and planning skills, leading to a low and ineffective study effort. According to 
these teachers, boys’ brains are not ready for studying, as opposed to those of girls.

The lower student achievement of boys is often linked to the lower student achieve-
ment of non-western students. Especially non-western boys are perceived to have lower 
achievement. The group of non-western students is most often seen to be underachiev-
ing, even though many teachers stressed the need for a broad (i.e. not only an ethnic) 
definition of diversity. The non-western students were sometimes perceived as one 
group, but more often the teachers differentiated between, for instance, non-western 
students of Moroccan or Turkish origin and students from the Netherlands Antilles.

These non-western students are perceived to have many problems, for example 
regarding their mastery of the Dutch language and their lack of studying skills. Knowing 
how to use and deal with feedback was the most frequently mentioned problem. But the 
motivation of this group is also often perceived as low. They are supposedly extrinsically 
motivated, leading to an ‘unproductive’ attitude, according to one of the teachers:

These [non-western] students show a different behaviour compared to what we are 
used to. They are less direct, do not dress correctly, do not turn in their homework on 
time and when confronted with the consequences, they try to negotiate.

The third and last group that teachers distinguished consists of students coming from 
institutions of intermediate vocational education. The problems the teachers related to 
this group are broadly the same as those related to non-western students. In a number 
of interviews, teachers stressed that these groups overlap. Many non-western students 
come from intermediate vocational education before moving on to higher vocational 
education. Problems related to this group of students, however, are more often linked to 
a lack of studying skills and less often to motivational problems.

Understanding the influence of diversity

A minority of the teachers said that they understand the influence of diversity on student 
achievement. They did not see diversity as something ‘extra’, but as an intrinsic part of 
teaching. According these teachers, a seeming lack of motivation among, for instance, 
Dutch-Moroccan male students can be caused by the fact that they do not know how 
to study. They feel insecure and, as a result, are indifferent and unmotivated. Moreover, 
these teachers did not focus on the problems of certain groups of students, but also iden-
tified the opportunities that a diverse student body has to offer. They did not automati-
cally presume that minority groups are at a disadvantage. Students are not less motivated 
or talented, but possess other talents or can be motivated in different ways. There are, in 
short, different ways to develop the capabilities needed to study successfully.

Teachers who understand the influence of diversity were often the ones who stressed 
that taking diversity into account is not the same as stigmatising groups, or favouring 
certain groups. They said they were aware of cultural differences between groups or dif-
ferences in the home situation, without resorting to stereotypes. By taking diversity into 
account, teachers argued that students can be given the opportunity to be successful, 
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using their unique characteristics and talents. This does not lead to a lower educational 
quality, as one of the teachers explained:

The level students have to reach remains the same, and all the things we teach them 
also remain the same. But [we as teachers] will have to guide people with different 
backgrounds to this level in different ways.

Teachers who understand the influence of diversity could be said to use a capabilities 
approach. They have insight into the individual capabilities that students have and know 
how to develop these capabilities, while keeping in mind the characteristics of groups of 
students. These teachers were a minority in all the teacher teams that participated in the 
research. This minority can, however, act as a catalyst for increased attention to diversity 
among other teachers. As one teacher explained:

My two colleagues are now being asked for their expertise when there is a problem, 
for instance regarding certain Moroccan male students. (…) The tendency in the 
team to solve these kind of problems on one’s own seems to have lessened.

This was not always the case. It became clear during the interviews that the debate on 
diversity was often an ideological one. When other teachers in the team spoke out clearly 
against the idea of taking diversity into account, based on their belief that this was neces-
sary to provide all students with equal opportunities, the debate often became quite 
heated, with both parties unwilling to question their own beliefs.11

Teaching practices for diversity

Having gained insight into the attitudes of teachers towards their diverse student popula-
tion, we now focus on whether teachers act upon these attitudes in their teaching practice.

For obvious reasons, the group of teachers who did not recognise the influence of 
diversity on student achievement, did not use this in their teaching. However, also teach-
ers who did recognise or understand the influence of diversity, did not always translate 
this into their teaching practice. Some of these teachers said that they feel they should 
take diversity among students into account, but do not have the didactic or pedagogi-
cal skills to do so. Other teachers said that it is hard to judge what influence aspects of 
diversity have, let alone know how to act on the perceived differences among students. 
Many teachers mentioned the question of whether to mix groups of students during 
assignments, and said that they did not know whether or not this benefits students, or 
under what conditions. As they feel they do not have the capacity to deal with diversity 
in their teaching practice, they resort to a uniform, often content-driven approach to 
their students.

Other teachers said that they feel they do not have time to use diversity in their teach-
ing practice. This can be related to using a differentiated approach in the classroom, but 
also for instance to providing extra assistance to students who need it. In most of the 
team interviews, teachers emphasised the limits of what they can offer students: ‘We do 
not have the possibilities to give the weaker students extra guidance, or to offer different 
teaching methods. There is no time for that.’

11 Whether teachers who understand diversity get a chance to act as catalysts and be heard by their colleagues is likely to 
be influenced by the internal power relations in the team and the status of the teachers in the group.



Page 14 of 19van Middelkoop et al. Empirical Res Voc Ed Train  (2017) 9:1 

This barrier to using diversity is related not only to time, but also to the authority to 
make decisions about how to teach. Many teachers said they feel that they have an 
increasingly limited say about how they organise their own teaching.12 In this case, 
attention to diversity remains fragile and is easily ‘forgotten’ when faced by seemingly 
more pressing issues.

Finally, we focus on the teachers that do take diversity into account in their teaching 
practice. At the individual level, the attitude of teachers towards diversity can translate 
into the didactic and pedagogical practices of teachers. Some teachers who understand 
diversity among students emphasised the need for a differentiated approach towards 
students. These teachers try to anticipate the diverse range of capabilities of their stu-
dents, without resorting to stereotyping regarding certain groups, that is, assuming that 
students have certain problems because they belong to a certain ethnic group. Concern-
ing pedagogy, stimulating social cohesion among students is seen as important by these 
teachers. They see a need for students to get to know each other’s backgrounds and cul-
tures. They deem this important because of the professional context in which the stu-
dents will be working in their future careers; for many professions, coping with a diverse 
environment is part of the job.13 But the societal need is also stressed: in a society in 
which tensions between different groups seem to be increasing, there is a need to under-
stand the ‘Other’. Some teachers try to achieve this by stimulating students to get to 
know each other through either classroom-related or extracurricular activities. Using 
role models for different groups of students – namely for groups of non-western stu-
dents, as well as for boys or girls—is also seen as important. For these role models to be 
present, a diverse teacher team seems a necessity.

Regarding the curriculum, some teachers questioned its dominant (western) frame of 
reference, and advocated the need to include different frames in the curriculum. This 
was often accompanied by stressing the need for attention in the curriculum to inter-
cultural communication. It was argued during the interviews that providing different 
frames of references has two benefits. First, the presence of different frames provides a 
more level playing field for students. A predominantly western frame can, for instance, 
put non-western students at a disadvantage because they identify with this frame to a 
lesser extent. Second, attention to different frames of reference in the curriculum also 
contributes to better qualified professionals in the long run, as the work field is also 
becoming more diverse:

I notice that as a teacher, I’m becoming more humble. I wonder whether the way 
we train [our students], focused on the white middle-class, really helps Turkish and 
Moroccan boys, because they have a different way of working. And I think Dutch 
companies will have to adapt to their way of working in the coming 10–15 years. (…) 
It would be interesting to see if we could critically look at our frame of reference and 
see if we can use other frames.

12 This lack of experienced professional authority or teacher agency was an extensive part of our wider research, and will 
be discussed in another paper.
13 This seemed to differ depending on the orientation of the study: teachers in social or medical studies stressed this 
aspect more often than their colleagues in technical or economic studies.
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However, most teams did not want to make changes in this regard. It often came up 
during the interviews, with a small number of teachers being in favour of changing the 
curriculum, but most team members opposing it.

Conclusions
A sizeable share (40%) of the teachers participating in the research choose not to make 
a distinction between ‘norm’ and ‘at risk’ students. Findings from the group interviews 
suggest many of them do so because they repudiate the importance of diversity. They 
adhere to a liberal egalitarian/meritocratic educational ideal. As a result, they did not 
feel the need to take differences among their students into account in their teaching 
practice. Differences in the development of capacities as described by Nussbaum were 
not taken into account by those teachers.

A majority of the teachers (60%) did choose to make distinctions between students. 
Based on the qualitative data it can be said they recognise the influence of diversity. 
However, many of them perceived those groups of students that are different from the 
normal students as being in need of assistance. Their shortcomings related to cogni-
tive and motivational issues need to be remedied. These teachers did not focus on the 
potential added value of diversity or the capabilities these students might have that nor-
mal students do not possess. Only a small amount of teachers understands the influ-
ence of diversity. They feel they recognise the capabilities students have and know how 
to develop these capabilities, using the individuality of students, but keeping in mind the 
characteristics of groups of students.

In most teams we encountered a combination of the three attitudes of teachers 
towards diversity. During the discussions we could therefore clearly observe the tension 
in teacher teams between the wish to adhere to a liberal egalitarian/meritocratic ideal 
of equal opportunities, and the wish to give a diverse student population the means to 
study successfully by taking into account the differences in capabilities among students.

Looking at the translation of teachers’ attitudes into teaching practice, it is obvious that 
teachers who repudiate the importance of diversity do not take diversity into account 
in their teaching practice. However, also teachers who do recognise or understand the 
influence of diversity, do not always translate this into their teaching practice. According 
to the teachers, this is because of a lack of skills, knowledge or time to do so. If this is not 
remedied, it will be hard for teachers to translate their understanding of diversity into 
their didactic and pedagogical approaches. This might be one of the reasons why such 
a limited number of teachers in the study seemed to effectively use their understanding 
of diversity in their teaching practice. Further research on these conditions, however, 
seems to be necessary to fully understand their influence on teacher practice. Allowing 
teachers to use that understanding is important, as these teachers, although relatively 
few in number, could act as catalysts in teacher teams to initiate or strengthen the atten-
tion paid to diversity.

Limitations
This study provided valuable insights in attitudes of Dutch teachers towards diversity. 
There are however some limitations of this study. We look more closely to three limita-
tions of this study, because we feel they should be taken into account in further research.
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First, it is worth noting that we focused on group interviews and discussed teacher 
attitudes in these group discussions. Although this provided us with a rich set of data, 
the approach used does have its limitations. Discussing a sensitive topic such as diver-
sity brings with it issues regarding both formal and informal power relations between 
teachers in the teams. Some teaches might not have felt ‘save’ enough to express their 
opinions openly, others might have stayed away for the same reason. Combining group 
interviews with individual interviews (rather than a questionnaire) might help remedy 
this limitation in future research.

Second, we discussed teacher attitudes and the translation of these attitudes into 
teaching practice. The attitudes and account of their teaching practice teachers ‘pre-
sented’ during the group interviews might not always correspond with reality. Future 
research might benefit from combining individual and group interviews with observa-
tion of teaching practice.

Third, the study is quite context specific, not only for the Netherlands, but for the 
urban areas of the Netherlands. Although more recent work (in progress) of our own 
research group and findings from earlier research in other countries, as described in 
the theoretical framework, suggest that the issues and dilemmas regarding dealing with 
diversity in higher education transcend the Dutch and urban context, we cannot—on the 
basis of our data—generalise to other contexts. Further and broader research allowing 
for comparisons between these contexts is recommended.

Discussion
It seems quintessential to stimulate the debate about diversity in teacher teams if the 
need for teachers to take diversity into account is acknowledged. Only by discussing 
the relevance of diversity with colleagues and learning first-hand from colleagues can 
teachers start to recognise and understand the influence that diversity has on student 
achievement. But not all discussion or debate leads to the recognition of diversity. It is 
possible, as we observed during the team interviews, that teachers become mired in an 
ideological debate, in which the rhetorical skills of the participants determine whether 
the meritocratic arguments or the arguments based on a capabilities approach are more 
convincing. Teachers need to be able to discuss issues regarding diversity on the basis of 
correct information about student achievement, something which was often lacking in 
the teams we interviewed. Reliable information enables teachers to see which students 
underperform, and can consequently hold an informed discussion about both the causes 
of and the solutions to the situation. As this is often context-specific information, teach-
ers and managers should be provided with detailed information by the institution, and 
be given the opportunity to decide on possible teaching practices.

Debate or discussion in teacher teams is essential, but as a beginning, not an end in 
itself. The debate should be followed by actions—preferably initiated by the teachers 
themselves—that enable teachers to translate their understanding of diversity into their 
teaching practice. Teachers who are unable to make this translation because they lack 
the relevant knowledge should be given access to knowledge and established practices in 
dealing with diversity in teaching practice. The examples we described of teachers who 
understand diversity and use that understanding accordingly, can act as inspiration, but 
it is important to note that there is no ‘one size fits all’ or ‘best’ way for teachers to deal 
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with diversity. Teachers need time and professional autonomy to come up with ways of 
dealing with diversity that do justice to the diversity among students and fit the context 
in which the teacher team and students operate. Both time and professional autonomy 
therefore seem to be preconditions for making the translation into teaching practice.
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